














ABSTRACT.	 The	 rules	 of	 consensus	posed	problems	 for	 the	Holy	 and	Great	
Council	 both	 prior	 to	 the	 council	 and	 during.	 This	 paper	 explores	 some	 of	
these	reasons	and	examines	the	canonical	witness	for	a	clearer	understanding	
of	consensus	within	the	canonical	tradition.	The	paper	concludes	with	a	call	for	














unanimity	 for	 the	approval	of	any	 texts	or	amendments.2	 In	 fact,	 the	document	
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The	 scepter	 of	 consensus	 being	 used	 not	 as	 a	 method	 of	 arriving	 at	























and	 the	 consensus	 of	 those	 present	 was	 not	 one	 of	 unanimity;	 and,	 2.	 the	













22,	 2016,	 in	 his	 opening	 address	 to	 the	 Synaxis	 of	 Primates	 of	 the	 Orthodox	
Churches,	His	All‐Holiness	distinguished	between	consensus	and	unanimity.	The	
























































are	sore	 tempted	to	sin.	The	canonical	 tradition	of	 the	Church,	as	we	will	see,	
has	made	allowances	for	the	consensus	of	the	majority	and	not	only	unanimity,	








Five	 years	 earlier,	 His	 Holiness	 Patriarch	 Kirill	 of	 Moscow	 took	 an	































to	 masquerade	 the	 “real”	 intentions	 of	 the	 Russian	 Orthodox	 Church.	 In	 fact,	 if	
nothing	else,	Patriarch	Kirill’s	assertion,	which	points	to	the	importance	of	the	Local	
Churches,	all	 the	Local	Churches,	and	recognizing	 their	equality,	 falls	 squarely	 in	
line	with	generations	of	Russian	Orthodox	thought	that	has	regularly	emphasized	the	
concept	of	conciliarity,	or	sobornost,	which	itself	forms	a	fundamental	cornerstone	
to	 the	 expressions	 of	 Eucharistic	 and	 Baptismal	 Ecclesiologies.	 Lying	 behind	
Patriarch	Kirill’s	statement,	in	other	words,	is	a	presumption	that		
	
[T]he	One,	Holy,	Catholic,	 and	Apostolic	Church	manifests	 itself	 as	 a	
plurality	 of	 churches,	 each	 one	 is	 both	 a	 part	 and	 a	 whole.	 It	 is	 a	 part	
because	 only	 in	 unity	with	 all	 churches	 and	 in	 obedience	 to	 the	 universal	





For	Orthodoxy	 that	 has	 found	 itself	 in	 the	West,	 both	 sobornost	 and	
Eucharistic	Ecclesiology	have	had	great	resonance	allowing	the	Church	to	engage	







































Trullo	 1	 speaks	 of	 the	 consensus	 of	 unanimity	 with	 regard	 to	 faith	
when	it	says,	“It	is	the	best	rule,	when	beginning	any	speech	or	action,	to	begin	
with	 God	 and	 to	 end	with	 God.”	 This	 canon	 goes	 on	 to	 enumerate	 the	 faith	
defined	 and	 proclaimed	 by	 previous	 councils.	 Similar	 provision	 for	 such	
consensus	 can	 found	 in	 canons	 throughout	 the	 canonical	 literature	where	 a	
council	expresses	its	consensus	with	the	faith	defined	by	previous	councils	(I	
Constantinople	1,	Ephesus	7,	Carthage	2,	Trullo	1,	II	Nicea	2).	Underlying	these	





























Diverse	 canons	 have	 to	 be	 examined	 with	 regard	 to	 consensus	 as	 a	
method	 for	 coming	 to	 decisions.	 Few	 canons	 from	 the	 tradition	 speak	 directly	
about	 the	 internal	 procedures	 for	 the	 running	 of	 a	 synod	 of	 any	 type	 in	 the	
Church.	The	canons	speak	directly	about	the	need	for	provincial	synods	to	take	
place	 once	 in	 the	 Spring	 and	 once	 in	 Fall	 (Apostolic	 37,	 I	 Nicea	 5,	 Antioch	 20,	
Chalcedon	19,	Trullo	8,	II	Nicea	6),	though	the	exact	time	is	up	to	the	metropolitan	
(Antioch	20),	 at	 a	place	where	 the	metropolitan	bishop	decides	 (Chalcedon	19,	




and	 evangelical	matters.”	 I	 Nicea	 5	 charges	 synods	with	making	 the	 necessary	
inquiries	 in	 matters	 under	 its	 consideration	 so	 that	 there	 might	 be	 “general	
consent”	in	their	decisions.	While	the	canons	typically	speak	about	the	work	of	a	
provincial	 synod,	 they	 also	 refer	 the	 possibility	 of	 greater	 regional	 synods	
(Antioch	12,	Constantinople	2),	and	a	diocesan	synod	(I	Constantinople	6).	It	is	a	
reasonable	 inference	 that	 the	 procedures	 and	 activities	 of	 these	 synods	 are	
similar	 to	 those	 described	 for	 the	 provincial.	 Furthermore,	 the	 content	 of	 the	
canons	themselves	testify	to	the	broad	parameters	of	work	that	can	be	done	by	
synods	 at	 any	 level	 of	 the	 Church.	 These	 parameters	 do	 no	 limit	 the	 work	 of	

































As	mentioned,	 the	 second	part	of	 I	Nicea	6	 speaks	about	 the	ordination	of	 a	
bishop,	and	says	 that	"if	however	 two	or	 three	by	reason	of	personal	rivalry	
dissent	from	the	common	vote	of	all,	provided	it	is	reasonable	and	in	accordance	
with	 the	 church’s	 canon,	 the	 vote	 of	 the	majority	 shall	 prevail."	 Antioch	 19,	
also	regarding	to	the	election	of	bishops,	reiterates	the	synodal	processes	and	








process,	but	make	similar	provision	 for	a	decision	of	 the	majority.	While	 the	
canonical	tradition	looks	for	unanimity	in	the	matter	of	depositions,	as	in	any	
synodal	action,	even	saying	that	when	the	decision	for	deposition	of	a	bishop	
is	 unanimous,	 the	 judgment	 “stands	 firm”	 and	 is	 not	 open	 for	 an	 appeal	 to	
others	 for	 further	consideration	(Antioch	15).	Antioch	14,	however,	allows	a	
metropolitan	to	ask	bishops	of	neighboring	provinces	to	join	his	synod	for	the	
“settlement	of	 all	disputes,”	 if	 that	 synod	cannot	 reach	consensus.	The	other	
bishops,	according	to	the	canon,	“shall	add	their	judgment	and	resolve	the	dispute,	










any	bishop,	 lying	under	any	accusation,	 shall	be	 judged	by	all	 the	bishops	 in	
the	 province,	 and	 all	 shall	 unanimously	 deliver	 the	 same	 verdict	 concerning	
him,	he	shall	not	be	again	judged	by	others,	but	the	unanimous	sentence	of	the	
bishops	 of	 the	 province	 shall	 stand	 firm.”	 In	 other	words,	 if	 the	 sentence	 is	
unanimous,	there	is	no	need	to	solicit	other	bishops	to	expand	the	provincial	










As	 has	 been	 said,	 the	 rule	 and	 hope	 for	 the	 Church	 in	 its	 process	 of	
deliberation	is	for	a	consensus	of	unanimity	among	bishops	gathered	in	synod.	
The	 canons	 themselves,	 in	 fact	 the	whole	 canonical	 tradition	 itself,	 exists	 to	
protect	and	foster	the	method	by	which	consensus	is	reached.	And	so,	with	the	
exception	of	matters	of	faith,	certain	provisions	appear	in	the	canons	that	allow	

































there	 are	 different	 meanings	 to	 this	 word	 –	 the	 different	 concerns	 can	 be	
addressed	 by	 both	 sides.	 So,	 the	 process	 of	 forming	 a	 consensus	 has	 to	 be	
looked	at	with	careful	attention	to	dissent	and	discerning	whether	it	 is	mere	
obstruction,	caused	by	human	concerns,	or	a	misunderstanding,	and	in	reality	
a	 helpful	 contribution	 to	 the	 deliberation.	 If	 it	 is	 obstruction,	 the	 process	 of	
seeking	 consensus	 can	move	 forward	without	 full	 unanimity.	 The	 canonical	
tradition	 provides	 clear	 guidance	 on	 this.	 This	 progress	 is	 necessary	 for	 a	
successful	outcome	of	any	council.	Likewise,	the	full	resonance	of	a	consensus	of	
unanimity,	conciliarity,	synodality,	sobornost	has	to	be	taken	into	consideration.	
Each	 Local	 Orthodox	 Church	 is	 both	 the	 One	 Church,	 and	 one	 of	 the	 many	
Orthodox	Churches.	The	 implications	of	 this	ecclesiological	vision	do	not	 easily	
allow	for	anything	less	than	a	consensus	that	is	marked	by	the	unanimous	assent	
of	all	the	Orthodox	Churches.	As	Metropolitan	Kallistos	(Ware)	has	said,	“Even	
if	moral	unanimity	 is	an	 ideal	of	which	 in	practice	we	regularly	 fall	 short,	 at	
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